
12 more months in Buchanan County Parks and Natural Areas 

July ς Quigley Slattery Heritage Prairie 

(https://www.mycountyparks.com/County/Buchanan/Park/Quigley-Slattery-Heritage-Prairie.aspx) 

Directions: North of Winthrop on County Hwy W45 then east on 180th Street for 1.5 miles. 

If you go: Quigley Slattery Heritage Prairie (Q-S) is a native prairie without trails where exploring is a bit 

more challenging.  Most parts of the prairie are at least chest high, dense, and wild parsnip is present 

throughout ς probably not the best exploration place for younger children.  Wear long pants and sturdy 

shoes as the surface is uneven and in places soggy.  I visited July 13 early in the day and expected insects 

to be an issue.  Without repellant, I did not have any mosquitos around and only a few gnats and 

horseflies.  Twenty-four types of flowers were in bloom and attracting numerous pollinators. Binoculars 

are helpful for bird and butterfly observations.  Insect repellant is still recommended along with 

sunscreen. 

Since the time Iowa was settled, and especially since the advent of the steel plow, the landscape has 

changed from one dominated by prairie to one dominated today by row crops.  Less than one tenth of 

one percent of IowaΩs amazingly diverse natural prairie remains. Like much of the native prairie that is 

still here, the Q-S prairie survives because it was difficult to farm.   

The Quigley Family had owned the land for years and maintained the prairie in a grassland reserve.  

When the land was sold to Jerry Slattery, his attempts to convert this 33 acres to row crops was 

unsuccessful due to the wet nature of the land.  In 2012, he sold the land to the Iowa Natural Heritage 

Foundation (INHF).  With successful grant writing and funding from IowaΩs Resource Enhancement And 

Protection, the North American Wetland Conservation Act grant, Pheasants Forever chapters, Iowa 

Living Roadways Trust, Buchanan Co. Wildlife Assoc., and the Iowa Prairie Network, Buchanan County 

Conservation was able to purchase the property from INHF in 2015.  

Management of the area has included woody species removal ς both with manual cutting and with 

prescribed fire.  The results of that are striking ς the prairie is largely open now with only scattered trees 

and shrubs now present.  You only have to pull into the parking area, however, to see that challenges 

remain.  Giant ragweed and wild parsnip dominate the roadside edge and occur throughout the 

remainder of the prairie in less dense numbers.  

But glimpses of bright orange can be seen 

along with whites and pinks to let you know 

there is more to see if you dare to wander 

through. 

Red-winged blackbirds scolded me from their 

perches on the dead branches of fire-killed 

shrubs as well as the taller flower stems (Photo 

1).  Nesting is obviously ongoing for them, but 

not all families are at the same stage in their 

rearing.  One gawky young fledgling was 

startled from its hiding and took a clumsy path 

to a rough landing. I also nearly plowed 



through the nest of another family that was just getting 

started (Photo2).  The brash defense of their nesting territory 

was not sufficient to keep away the cowbird that had placed 

itΩs egg among the blackbirdΩs. 

I expected to see large numbers of butterflies flitting about on 

this warm morning, but only spotted a few skippers and 

monarchs.  

After almost 

tripping over 

a grapevine, I did spot a rather striking caterpillar 

(Photo 3).  Not knowing what type it was, I spent a few 

minutes before sitting to write this to learn it was a 

grapevine epimenis.  I have seen the striking little black 

white and orange moths before and learned the 

caterpillars are generally not a serious pest.   

The gem of this wet prairie right now is surely the 

Michigan Lily (Photo 4).  Individual plants are found 

throughout the property, but in a pocket on the west  

side there were several 

together.  Michigan lily flowers 

in my garden have finished 

blooming, so I thought  I may 

have missed the show, but it is 

currently at its peak with a few 

dying and others still in tight 

buds.  I crawled up close to one 

flower that had just opened 

today to see the activity.  Its 

anthers were just drying and full 

of pollen that several native 

bees were harvesting (Photo 5).  

Other flowers were dancing about in the wind, advertising to 

pollinators their presence to get their pollen dispersal services 

for the cost of a bit of nectar.  Yellow sunflowers and 

coneflowers, pink milkweeds and phlox, white rattlesnake 

master and culverΩs root, purple vervain and winged loosestrife 



were among those blooming.  All of my flower images will be on the PDF of this article that is on our 

buchanancountyparks.com website publications.  

The grasses and sedges, not to be outdone by the blooming 

forbs, were also putting on a show.  Tallest and thus 

showiest of these today was the prairie cordgrass.  With 

pollination dependent on the wind, the flowers of this grass 

were suspended above all surrounding vegetation (Photo 6) 

and their reddish anthers danced on the slight breeze.  But 

Pollen has high protein content, and it seems that insects 

donΩt care if they are not needed to move the resource; 

they will still visit and use it as food. 

Another grass that is dominant along the wettest draw of 

the prairie is the invasive ReedΩs Canary Grass.  This non-

native so densely colonizes wet places that few plants are 

able to compete.  Fire, which controls many other prairie 

invasives, is of little value in controlling this plant and so 

far, nothing else seems to be effective without significant 

labor and cost.  

So, the plant 

continues here 

until such time 

as a means becomes available to better control it.  One little 

hidden jewel does surprise me as I cross the canary grass 

waterway ς Jewelweed.  On my morning visit, the reason 

for the name is readily apparent as dew drops continue to 

cling to the leaves and sparkle like diamonds (Photo 7).  An 

annual that reseeds itself with exploding seed pods, it has 

found a way to persist through the competition. 

After about an hour in the morning sun, I was ready to call it a day when I 

moved through a section of goldenrod.  With no flowers or buds yet 

developed, the stems may have passed my notice if not for the little balls 

(galls) on their stems (Photo 8).  One of the unique little life cycle stories, galls 

are the plantΩs response to an invasion; in this case the invader is a fly that 

lays its egg at the tip of the stem.  The hatching larvae burrow into the stem.  

While chewing, their saliva, which is believed to mimic the plants growth 

hormone, seems to make the plant produce a nearly spherical gall that 

provides both further food and shelter for the developing larvae.  Once done 

growing, the larvae will pupate and spend the winter inside the gall before 

emerging in late spring to start the whole cycle over.  And most goldenrods 

will continue to bloom and seed as if nothing was amiss. 

Q-S is one of our natural areas I need to make a point to visit more often ς surely other seasons will 

offer a different palate of wildflowers and wildlife. 
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